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The free-for-all debate that has raged throughout the country during the month of August on health care reform has provided me with considerable food for thought and left my initial views on the subject exactly where they were at the outset. Nevertheless, it seems that sharing with readers some of the insights drawn from or reinforced by these vigorous arguments is the only responsible thing to do.
1. Americans fear the government more than they fear the rich. This conundrum has intrigued me ever since I reached the age of reason—probably accounting for the fact that I wasn’t asked out on many dates in high school. My reading shows that ours is the only industrialized nation that believes that big business and corporations can look out for us better than our government can.
On the issue of health care, this conclusion is supported by the fact that more than half of Americans polled in late August preferred to buy their health insurance from private, for-profit insurance companies rather than getting it from their government, even though the elderly and military personnel love the Medicare, Medicaid, and Veterans Administration benefits that the government provides. 
I always thought the overriding message of Enlightenment thinkers like John Locke, Thomas Hobbes, and Thomas Jefferson, was that large societies needed government to enforce the Natural Rights of the common man and to protect him from the greed and abuses of bullies and the wealthy who didn’t give a diddly-squat what happened to the average guy or gal.

One of the reasons we, perhaps the world’s most patriotic nation, have so little confidence in our government and so much in the rich is our eternal optimism. Most of us struggle all our lives to get by, yet we are convinced that we’re just one lottery ticket away from being wealthy; or that by hard-work and persistence, we or our children will strike it rich. With wealth just around the corner, why not root for big business and the corporate world, where we’ll eventually end up? Hmmm.
2. The Constitution says nothing about Capitalism. Critics of President Obama have accused him of being both a Communist and a Nazi—somewhat akin to being both a giraffe and a turtle. One irate woman at a Town Meeting said Obama couldn’t be a constitutional scholar because he obviously didn’t know anything about the Constitution.
First of all, what the real bug-a-boo here is the whiff of Socialism—a word that sends chills down the back of many. For sure, the framers of our Constitution considered the ownership of property to be a God-given Natural Right. In fact, as originally envisioned, only property owners could vote, that is white, male property owners.

But there is nothing to suggest in the Constitution itself that the Founding Fathers advanced either Capitalism or a free-market economy. On the local level, barter played a big role in the largely rural economy of their day. The word Capitalism hadn’t even been invented yet, and the conditions for Capitalism to be developed didn’t even exist then—like an Industrial Revolution, for one. The word Socialism hadn’t been coined yet either. (Both Capitalist and Socialist economic theory would draw heavily on the work of Scottish moral philosopher and political economist Adam Smith and his classic Wealth of Nations, published in 1776.) 
Secondly, the responsibilities of government are spelled out in the Preamble to our Constitution. It’s a short list:
We the People of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union, establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common Defense, promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the United States of America.

It seems to me that a Government health care program falls easily into the charge of “promoting the general Welfare,” particularly since it does not preclude the personal “Blessing of Liberty” to choose a private health insurer.

3. Moving on a couple of centuries, if Socialism is so fearsome, let’s abandon it altogether.
In fact, though the free-market reigns and has reigned over most of our every-day commerce for a long time, when it comes to really important products and services, by tradition we have never trusted them to the vagaries of the market. Starting in the 1980s, we began indulging in a frenzy of privatization of many institutions that formerly were considered so vital that we deliberately kept them within the domain of the government--among these the U.S. Postal Service, the U.S. Armed Forces, , public utilities, prisons, and public schools.
But this makes no sense if we are so convinced of the evils of Socialism and the virtue of free markets. Why don’t we just go all the way with Capitalism, greatly diminish the role of the Federal Government or confine it to national holidays and parades, and let the profit motive guide and oversee our justice system, domestic tranquility, defense, general welfare, and our individual liberties?” New taxes, heck! Who needs any taxes!!
To answer this, we need to reexamine the Preamble, using a few examples by way of illustration.
Establish Justice—We have already come up with a substitute for government courts. It’s called “court TV.” Though the genre was born in the 1950s, it didn’t really get going until the 1990s, following the OJ Simpson trial. Judge Judy (Sheindlin) is probably the best known, presiding over property disputes, child custody, divorce, etc. Others that rose to the level of the national networks were The People’s Court, Judge Mills Lane, Curtis Court, Moral Court, Power of Attorney, We the Jury, Judge Joe Brown, Judge Mathis, Judge Hatchett, Texas Justice, Divorce Court, and even Animal Court on Animal Planet. Sometimes the audience gets to determine the verdict. If ratings fall, your court closes down and a new, more entertaining one takes its place. Who needs confirmation hearings? Who needs lawyers, for that matter?
Insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common Defense—The US military and National Guard are the most Socialistic institutions in our society, with Federal and State governments providing everything from wages, equipment, and transportation to subsidizing pensions, healthcare, education, and groceries. We have already seen the efficiency and effectiveness of private companies operating in a war zone, like Blackwater Worldwide, a private army of mercenaries recently renamed Xe (pronounced “Zee”) for PR reasons, and the Halliburton “90 Thou a Truck—plus!” Company (now headquartered in Dubai). Perhaps we should just turn the whole defense effort over to private contractors. The only problem is figuring out who pays them, surely not the government or the taxpayers, and who declares the wars?Exxon?
The National Highways System, established by the Eisenhower administration as a means of evacuating our cities in the event of an atomic attack, is another example of a defense effort taken on by the federal government. Perhaps, this feat should have been accomplished by those State and local governments wishing to participate, or better yet, by individual road builders and heavy equipment companies, saving the taxpayers millions of dollars and letting the market determine costs.

Promote the general Welfare—Here again, Socialism has raises its ugly head. The Obama-Plan for a national health care program is the prime example, of course. Apparently we’ve accepted Medicare, Medicaid, VA benefits, and even the S-CHIP program for children, though we feel guilty about it.

The American Post Office was established as a government service a year before our country declared its independence from Britain. George Washington championed mail delivery as a free flow of information between citizens and their government as a cornerstone of freedom. It became a semi-independent federal agency in 1970, mandated to be revenue-neutral. That is, it is supposed to break even, not make a profit. At the end of 2008 it reported a debt of $2.8 billion.
The USPS has never been a profitable institution, due to universal services it is required to fulfill—such as priority mail services to remote populations, administrators say. I say, let the market determine the cost of a stamp. If it takes $1.50 or $5 for a first-class stamp for the PO to get solvent, so be it.
Prisons are being privatized at a head-spinning rate. Between 1987 and 2001, the total United States experienced a 4,000% increase in the number of prison beds in private hands. At the same time, we saw a 90% growth in total inmate populations in the United States to 6.5 million. The private prison industry is motivated to cut costs to maximize profits, unfortunately reducing the safety of prisoners, prison staff, and the public at large. 
The relative ease with which private industry can construct new prison cells leads to an over-reliance by government on incarceration at the expense of preventive social programs, some say. Others make the case that the industry is extending the amount of time convicts remain in prison through lobbying and campaign contributions in support of tougher laws such as "three strikes", mandatory minimum sentencing, and "truth in sentencing" that increase the duration of jail time. Private firms also are reported to exert undue influence on parole hearings. 

While we’re at it, we might as well eliminate the government handouts to people getting relief for hurricanes, floods, tornadoes, and other calamitous events beyond their control. Let them pull themselves up by their own bootstraps—if they’ve managed to save their boots.
Secure the Blessings of Liberty. Right! As rugged individualists, we don’t need government assistance--or any kind of assistance. And if you believe that, I’ll sell you a 1973 top-ten book, How to Be Your Own Best Friend. This approach to life is great, unless you lose your job, or one of your kids develops a life-threatening disease, or you want your bank account protected by some kind of guarantee. (It also falls short when you’re are stranded at Union Station at midnight with a car that won’t start.)
Form a more perfect Union—This one has me stymied. When the Founding Fathers thrust this duty onto the shoulders of the Federal government were they thinking of unifying the States or unifying the People? And what if neither the States nor the People wish to be unified. 
To return to my opening theme, what if Americans really don’t care about the plight of their neighbors and fellow citizens? What if they’d rather pay more for their own health care rather than make it affordable to everyone? Or be more restricted in their own health care options rather than expand services for all?
Then, I suppose, Enlightenment thinker Thomas Hobbes was probably right when he argued that without the social contract we know as government, life truly is “nasty, brutish, and short.” Especially if you don’t have adequate health insurance—or any at all.
